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| RHE ORIGTN DEVELOPMENT, AND DECLINE OF THE
SE_CONDARY. ENGLISH ELECTIVE -C_URR-IGUL[IM -
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The following article represents a 350-page dissertation qn the history,

L

. national development, and ultimate decline of the' English elective curriculum

Y Co.

in the secondary schools. of the nati The dissertation usas historical

./. - .

research and incIludes a case~study of a high qchool which followed an elective

curriculum for algoSt fiftenn years. Along with SEcondary research using N

. * [ \ D) N

periodicals, books, speeches, and dﬁssertations, the study also includes -

- .

chool recprds, ﬂoursegdescriptions, evaluation reports,‘

'
v e

and fourteen inter¢iews. , . s

<

. ; - . . _ e,
The origin of the _elective curriculum is found in the Progressive-Movement

-

g . - * L

and its belief that the child's interest is the:basislfor ali learning.} Thus

the curriculum was not simply a shallow fad, a result of the more libertarian
B Kl . . ' ® - . «.‘.

. decades of the:siities and Seventies, but rather the-logical outgrowth of a

L4 -
long succession cf movements within the field of education in general and the

Y : ~ €.
English curriculum in particular. )

L}

xGenerally established in 1969 by G. Robert Carlsen and in 1966 by the APEX

program, the Secondary English Elective Curriculum became, almost overﬁight by .

-~

most curricular standards, a sensation. Called by some in the field as one of

. tke most significant curriculay” innoVations of the century, it was adopted

’,criticism from educational theorists and English practitioners. These';

! ~

$ .
widely and took on the characteristics of . a grass roots movement. Yet, as the

»

~curriculum became nationally popular,_inherent weaknegses in its conceptual

. 1
Ve .

'design and especially in its implementation emerged, resulting in'intense' -

-

criticisms caused many schools, like the subject of the case study, to abandon ?

s

.the elective program entirely and return to traditional curricula and its 1980 s

RIS "
. - . - .
' . - ° .-

'emphasis on competency and the_basics.

. . ' -
- - . S ' - . C

. : ..
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oo Yet the electivé curriculum, in its succese and in its failure, 1s an im- )
M S .

_portant: milestone in English curriculum ‘and may, in the future, resurge 1n

‘.
"

'

_natipnal importance.-VTf : SN - P
, RS o . . R . o BRI
N . ' THE ORIGIN OF THE SECONDARY ENGLISH ELECTIVE CURRICULUM - - .
« . The Reports of the Committee of Ten ‘and. of-the Cardinal Principles RS
. @ N .
. _ The history .of “the Secondary English Elective Curriculum begins in the :
. . L

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuriés with the debate of whether the

3

purpose of the secondary school was preparation er life or preparatioﬁ for

"

' college. While the 1892 report of the Committee of Ten and the 1918 Cardinal

= . ? .,

Principles report were copcerned with the general state of the American public
o

s&bool the reports addressed the problem of educational dualism, the practice f

“in the high schools oﬁ educating college-bound students in one manner and non-

o

. E

college bound students in another.. In- the field of English particularly thls

o dualism was deplored and the report of the Committee of Ten advocated that
tthe high—school course in English should be identical for students who- intend
;~to g0 to- college...and for those who do not,_l noting, "There is no goo: reason

"why one [claSSJ of students should receive a training id their mother tongue

different either in kind or in amount from that received bv...other...classes. °

The Cardinal Principles report reiterated this concern, adding tnat English

LI

'-instruction should'also attend to studies of direct value" nd hich could "kindle
wh

social ideals-and gfve insight into social conditions_and persenalucharacter.
‘Citing the re 5t of the'Reorganization’of.Engliah in Secondary-Schools report
(also knows as thé "Hosic Report"), the Cardinal Priuﬂiples stressed that theory

“and student experience must be related in instruct*on,5 not divorced in courses

overly concerned with English taught only, as a logically organized science.”

[ N ) R
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The\Progressive Movement _ . o Lo TR \w’ﬁy . _: e

;/\,~ , The debate continued and the interest in a preparatiqn for living and

the responsibility of the secondary school to relate to experience became, in'

g ! _;,ﬂ .
English and in other subjects, a gredoﬁﬁnant concern for early twentieth century '

. educators. It also became a major tenet of the amorphous and encompassing
. philosophy called the Progressive Mpvement, represented\by the Progressive
o - - ! "\ Lo .- ¢ .

QEducation Association., Founded in l9l9, ‘the PEA stressed the _same ideas as“the»_gu

~ '/c.", - A

»Committee of Ten and the Cardinal Prineiples, the education of children not in
‘. / . n‘ .
relation to college preparation but insrelation to the child s. interest in the - .,
7 . " .
~wor1d Progressives felt that education'should concern itself nor with a

-~ -
[

traditional and idealized, however well-planned core curriculum which woul& be
mastered by all students, but with the‘real needs of the students themselves.

These needs would be met through an. éxperience curriculum articulated largely

through themes,7 units, and'projects.“{As the 1935 Experience Curriculum stated

"the.ideal curriculum con"istsaof well-selecsed experiences. 8 By m@eting
-
students interests in a,realistic curr1culum, enthusiasm should be generated

2
and the child would therefore haVe a far better preparation for life itself' as

Martin _Mayer notes.in The Schools, "the child learned in progressive theory, by
'satisfying his innate curiosity about "a reality presented to him. 9‘ And as the

. results of the Eight Year Study indicated, students prepared in this manner fared .
as well as their traditionally'prepared’counterparts.lO . ,: '
. ‘ L}
Yet the laudable aim of relating the classroom to the real needs of students -

-

-

° -

'*developed into what was called innOcuously enough life adjustmen% education, afl

movement which deSpite its good intentions and possibly because of its extremism,

c

precipitated a rejection of progressive ideals in the schools. e .

'ﬂ#

Life Adjustﬁhent Education - I S P
In 1929, resonant of the reports of the CommitSee of Ten and of the Cardinal

'
Principles, a vocational educator Charles A Prosser wrote that schools should be
st S . : < ° - ~. 5 v T L.
. e b 2 . - . . N H " . ) . -
, . e ) ) : o J : . .




“oN : - . [ ) s

"integrated with life so’ that learners utilize in School the experiences they get

$
outsife of school and apply outside of school what they learn in school wll Later,

in 1945 Prosser proposed an. actual curriculum ‘for the secondary s”hools, a-
curriculum which would provide what he called "the life adjustment trsining .

kS k]

[students] need and to which they are entitled as American citizens. ;2 Certainly ‘
. S .

the Cardinal Principles report, with its emphasis on ‘3 social and practical -

-

;.’, basis for the high-school curriculum ;3 seemed a logical precedent for -1ife adjust*

- +

ment. Unfortunately, however, life adjustment education never fully deﬂined it—'

¢ .

. self and, in English degenerated into isdlated instruction on ‘students' adjustment .

-

needs:" for example, a United States Office of Education bulletin on life adjust-

H
LR

Q'ﬂ~ ment suggested that the English classroom cooperate .in units involving psychology

v

f.of group living," "human relations," "choosing a mate," :ppproaching marriage

”M and; "housing the family," to mention a few‘l47 The suggested units were obviously not

. @ —_ - .

traditional ones ‘and not ones which many would associate with the traditional English

“

o classroom.. As a.result, historian Lawrence Cremin notes, life adjustment, education
achieVed d special notoriety,".5 and critiqs claimed it harmed academic standards :

.
. TS

’
~

_,//“’rather than providing for genuine student needs.l6.-' - ~; C L~
STy . - :

Widely discredited eveg before" the educational upheaval of 1957, lif& adjust—

"
o

_ ment education was villified by many who, in post—World War IT America, fgared a
' g : -
decline in the quality of the nation s education.\'Mortimer Smith in his 1949 R n

o

And Madly Teach railed against current instructional practices, and Albemt Lynd in B

thel9500uackery in' the Public Schools, claimed the public schools-were in a -

mess." ? thur Bestor in l953 saw dn%y Educational Wastelands, and in’ l955

[y
«

7

S

. ) Rudolph Flesch fumed megarding z Johnny Can t\Read f-"'*-.

The critics were- influential and according to educator Dan Donlan,'"A new

- .
. Y

." !vconcept of English--as intellectual excellence——was forming." 8
v‘ o © & R Y .: . -|'.

Ommission on’ English Instruction asked in 1956 that literature be studied for o

Thus, when the

-

: N\ ' ' -
R thematic interests and not as a "means of social adjustment," 3 the time had

* L] - -
L . . X ¢ E \ . 4
o - . “ 5 . .’
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clearly arrived for a,shift in emphasis and what educational historian Arthur o (fﬂ

.
N .. . .
\ L oL . ¢

'."N plebee'calls the academic model."‘p

L Tne Academic ModeJ.// e f) o T e

L.

. After the launching of Sputnik and the increased national concern regardin //

. . G\

\émerica‘s stature in"the World the critics of Jife adjustment education and ofn”

progressive fﬁeals in @ducatibn intensified their attacks on the secoadary

. o ~ :
schools. To complicate matters, disctedited as being inherently useful to the T
' ~N . )
nation, as making "little contributiog.-.to~a scientific age,"21 English wds T

pointedlyexcluded from the 19J8 National Defense Education Act, angd, many in the 'f;{

profession felt that thq only intelligent response would be for English to join Rt

..

-

"the_sciences:and math in thei claim to intellectual~-and national defense——im—

i

portance. This, of course, gave added impetus to the change in’ curricula1 goals

. °

away from the adjustment/affective concenns of language arts instruction ani ' o

.-

towards the more purely cognitive. TWo Significant events of this. time, relhtc&

a

to this shif;, were the 1958 Basic Issues ConferenCe, which stated English Was, . ‘
like the sciences, 1 "'discipliue " and possessed of.a sequentiaJ nature,zz'andf .

e . )~ s

the 1959 Woods Hole Conference.- The latter, summariZed in Jerome Bruner s Ih 5f.

L ~Process oi Education, proclaimed rhe spiral curficulum, the "New English 823 and\\ :

. .- 4. ’ ’ MY
"rezival of concern fof the quality and intellectual aims of education."zé. N
. y -~ . » Dol

In the secondary English curriculum, thé units on family living and’social .

.
PO}

correspondence disappeared “and literary.classics, grammar,pand formal writing,

. Y

BN replaced them.. Some coliege level work was moved down to the high school level,
' - : ‘ K -
and. those once taught in high school Were pushed down to the junior high school "25

e
In addition, tracking, for the first tiqp in recent history, was also reinstated 26
i

A concern for the gifted a.strengthening oﬁ.the Advanced Placemﬁnt program, and

the possibility of "'teacheroproof' cuu:ricula"27 ere hallmarks of thé time. T

e T English as tripod,. ‘as subject matter, as~lntellectual discipline, as mental .o

rigor, became, within the academic model t}e definition of the field‘ ft was an

- *




. o L et e
~ attractive-concept for'beleagueredandpossdbly:inschre teachers who had jumped

[y

. onto‘the progreSSive and-Iife"adjhstment bandwagons: Yet ‘the academic'model;!
Lz . ™ * ' . - ° .
“ placed extraordinary demands upon non-college-bound students, was somewhat e&itif:s
. ! : v N ‘ :
through its academic segregation of students, and -as Applebee notes; was
RN : W o . .. . . !
moderately rigid Yy ’ e ' ;f_ L . ‘ .
v P s . . ' ‘ .o W
A .j“Whén it céame time to modify the curriculum for the less able, -
.+ ©° however--a 5rocess that. was really. neglected for most of the Lt
. sixties—-it would take radical reform rather than, simple 4 . ol
BARRRICE o modificatiOn to produce a viable structure.2 : '
A4 . . .
‘ . e o oL

Reaction and Liberalism E : L : o >

o '

The demise of the academic model was related to the z eitgeist of the times
and tied to panoply of forces. the establishment of the New Left, the Civil Lo

&ights Movement, the influx of federal money-—and guidelines-—in the schools,,29

) band the Youth Movement. Regarding the latter, as Jim“Heath writes in Decade of

ST e

.

Disillusionment, many of the young in the mid—sixties felt that "knowledge, .'f

s .

-scientific inquiry, and disciplined training were of littie_value what was Im— .
L) ) ! ) ,d 4
portant was to experience and’ to feel "30 Similarly, Kenneth Keniston, in his g

Young Radicals, notes that many-of the young "decided that class&oom work was

-~

large1y irrelevant to. their real education.v [There was an] emerginé ambivalence

>

toward the merely academic. n3l This disaffection with traditional schooling was

¥
3 . J

underScored by the\ romantic" critics of the period Paul.Goodman, Jonathan Kozol,
‘ Nat Hentoff thn Holt, and others, who wrote wonks strongly critical of the public
"schools." 'fheir beliefs *’were{echoed by the 1968 ~Committee ﬁor E‘conomic Development,
v wh1ch‘,alled for a maJor révolution in the obJectiVes, methods, and grganlzatlon

o,

s . ) o i v -
YV of* the schools. 32 Finally, anothér potent factor' in the school was the

- N
4 .

Y . ‘- .

e new role of the teacher; for the first time anq in great numbers, teach‘rs .

" demanded a share of influence. Adele,Stern writes ‘that teachers were declar ng:
. . ‘. E o S o = /- ,": o e
'.LWe,want to;d%%ermine-what we teach. .We don t want publishers telling us

LR . i ‘)

"‘don't want “mandated curriculum frdm some Central office.’ %? Certainly teaching”




RS , o S o _— oo - S
U T : . e, , e e v .
. ' . .
“in the academic model had not been an easy experience for many, and instructor

- ’,

. - \ _
Rosanne Soffer 8. dry comment was indicative of many teacher s feelings.""

[y

any .

[}

t teacher who has ever sat in a olassromm with nothlng between him-and a group of
. ’Q .
bottom level twingers but an anthology of English literuture doesn't have to be
Ln3h B |

[3

? .

[y

n35 in*English was now

-
!

told the dimensions of hel

What Martin Mayer callec the»"masterpiece mentality

° . e

berceiv d_as not applicable to all.students. .The result was a new movement in .
; , fy

. ) . . . . . ) . ‘ . ) - ‘
~ the schools””__’ e A N ,
. * 3

.o Edpcational reformers, appalled by the persistence of poverty , ,
Co T, and‘racial injustice in America ffcalled] attention to a very . v
¢ L different kind of meglect--the neglect of the vast numbers of *. e
<! ;~ * young people effectively excluded from the job market unless ' :

' ) they had high school diplomas,ryet® offered little in the wq?'
* of meaningful education whi}e they waited out their twelve
f year confinement. ‘ .
~ " . ' s . .
Thus in the middle sixties. a response to the academic'hodel was formulating

.

;y&n THe 1965 report of an NCTE—sponsored Task Force on Teaching English to the Dis- "
v/ 37 |
"

advantaged £ound a "slavish adhere .ce to inappropriate couyses of study"~ and .
: encouraged a shift.from purely academic concerns. Fore sﬂgnificantly, the l966
e ,. s ‘ '& ' /
- Anglo American Conference at Dartmouth addressed‘the "human values 38 of English o

~ 4 ’ 3

and suggested students be involved in curriculum planning anﬂ that courses be-
o k I
established to open new options’ in English 39 An "experience-hased curriculum,

which harks back to the prngressiyes and life adjustment was a focus of the

Dartm(uth Conference, and academic tracking was rejected 41 Cremin 8 "strangely .

< pertinent 2 and progressive movement had returned As Applebee n€tes* N ' N
Do 'AMEn who Qnce led the attack on thé™ progressives shifted their r
AP ,ground, now attacking. the dehumanization of the school that ° :

y T seemed to have accompanied the -ac demic approach...This,shift el

e of ; values hns led -to* itk own peri d of experiment ir tivw’ teaching

;J'Q _ . .of English...it is not surprising to find »that many of the _ ~ :
‘. " experimenfs being offered [now in 1974] are variations upon methods,,
W ,'_that'were cﬂutral to progressive pedagogy.. P ) T ~

| And éne ofcthose experiments, while mnot. the only innovation to follow the " ’

academic model,\but7surely one'of the, most visible and popular, was the ' S
- 'Y P . f . N ‘ Lo . " . .“ Y "'“' '_» b . )
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// Secondary English Elective Curriculum., The curriculum, in the late sixties and
-

o Y

’.
g \

/ in the early seventies, expande& acro%s “the nation, becoming somewhat of a grass

[ ~

v roots movement. The implementation of the Secondary English Elective purriculum.
} - o . RN -v \_
« differed from most other curricular movements in that it did not ﬁirst emerge in

LN . . . R E
: @ theoretical disoussions and then slowly, cauLiously,.enter the schools in practice.
- ' o
Indced the curriculum was adopted often aggressively, by clessroom teachers and

o

¥

,depar mental chairpersons who perceivedﬁifofi:ufjaccessible, workable “model for
S, N L

.. N
~ . -
L

utheir schools: The curriculum was, in frany: ways,, appealing: it gave the class-

L
. -~ . o .

" room teacher Qpntrol over\the curricul m; it directly‘addressed the_student and

H
& N !’ B .
ss; dt'reflected the.real world in the class-

L «

his or he1 stake in the learning pro

' vidual venture.. Thg.Secondarv Englis Electlve gprriculum was perc:ived as ‘a

welcome change from the aca emic model and, in many ways, it reflected the best _;xb

learning

\

-\wl.Precedents'for the éeconda

4 ' - :
The idea of being able to choose one s own ‘courses was ‘not .a new one. In'his

RN v . ‘/ (3

&

1869 inaugural address, Harvard president Charles'W. Eliot proposed that electives

be open to students after their freshman year.44. In a later 1892 speech Eliot

- v

bioadened his statement to contend that any seconoary eduration without such _y.

‘ ) " "~
' optionsa.45 would fail to broaden the mind Accordingly, Eliot wanted to intro-

€.

duce electives at the fifth grade level,lwith the goal of an almost totally - ;.:
4 "_ - . . \\ P — ) . . 1 . //. 2

elective program'for the fifteen year-old student.

- SN

In the public schools, there was historical precedent"for providing, under

- @ o ! °v‘

the umbrella of general electives for’ secohdary’ students, non—required s%mester I
i ey e IE

. H or year courses in aspects of English not ordina;ily covered in the traditional
\\\. n .
year-lop; unglish course. A 1913 English Journal ar{i;le mentions such a course

-




B . »j.' - - .h ot . ‘ \‘.. . A

) ‘

s 2 An Journalism447 and a l915 artiCle describes\an "alternative" Engldsh course.l~'8

Franklin Bobbitt q 1192 How to Make a Curriculum cites. English electives of

* .

literary-&rioihg dramatics,3publicmspeakin§ and histomy of the English language
[
as possibi]:ities.é9 Thus the concept of electives is “not new, although an entire 1‘}'
RS 4 '// v Y L .. [ ; . o
§ curriculum based,pn electives is. .o v ¢ . '

. | o
Ih Founding/6ffthe Secondary English Elective Curriculum i . . .

While undisputed credit for the founding of the Secondary English Elective

P Curriculum is-not easily establishedt-Harvey Overton published a 1955 article on

. ) ” . - . Yo .

'electivesso.and Dr. Vernon Smith writes of a 1958 elective programSl—-the-l962 VoL

)

]

En?lish Journal article by G Robert Carlsen received national attention and was Lo

1

' the ac knoWledged basis for many subsequent e1ective programs. As Georg\ Hillocks

4 ' o

. states, Carlsen s elect ve program became a prototype n>2 ‘fon others” ‘and thus he

»

'founder of the*Secondary English Elective Gurrf&ﬁlum.' Atf.'.

i

is, most probably, the -

‘ the laboratory school o the University.of Iowa, Carlsen established the hallmark

’ M ] »

\ student é oice of short, self—contained courses.ikf”
o ,\“lﬁr{ ) Ly _4’ - v e .
" Con rned like many 'in the period of ‘the academic model‘ that‘students were

offthe electiveﬂprOgram'

N

not bein individualized sufficiently and further ‘that they were disaffected in

(. .,ot < .\
school ~Car1$en offered to qunior and senior studeLts a variety of Ehglish courses\

¥ .-~wxl- A . i

ere not’ merely divisdons of an older curric um chopped into éemester segments.

'which /

-.-.;‘ b

/ E .
Carlghn s elEctive péogram was¢predominantly lite ature-oriented and other )

ARl

; elective programs woald follow that pattern. ﬁn addition, Carlsen pioneered the

o“,

‘ *

»

)
-

- 1
nongraded, Or age-mixeq ciassea, allowing student of different classes in- school

- . ...,, M

- to; mingle in their chosén courses. Finally, Carlsen, with ‘some eestriction'on k e

ERCA

.a.:, IS R ’ o wy o

the distribution of the courses, did not sequence his electives sé that students e
1

o 'wquld take any one course befor» another. This ‘also became a hal rk of‘many_'df¥'~u

A A"
4

v elective programs to follow and Te lected a philosophy that not only was a f R

- "

irreductible core curriculum spurio S in the field of English but that language o ' "/
- Ve / v

-arts,@by‘their very nature, did not ollow a definable sequence of study‘ ﬂ'f-
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i

I

g Although/ﬁarlsen s 1962 article discuss

I‘, ,,',.

P N . .
. 2 . .
.8 A

ed th? formatiqn and implementation
x '|.'— oty

of qne electiVe curriculum and had considerable impact the single mosr powerful

- . .
!orce in the dissemination of iuformation re

 of elective programs was provided through th

d

from Trentdﬁ,Michigan. This\project, and the

\

elaborate, complex, and widely publ7cized. o+

i

school English departments, and the

¢ » v

garding the s\ructure and io:mulstion

l
e 1966 federally funded Project 'APEX

"

study which detailed it, was’ P

a“ [ S

fl

~

It served as a pattern for'many high 1. :

Trenton' High School principal Neil Van Riper i

al

estimated that the APEX program was adopted‘by "as mhny as 500 schools" in the 1f,

nati n.53 After dissemination oﬁ APEX,,the

popularity, becoming, by 1970 what educator

. : X
stampede Wk . . \\V !

R

Significantly, APEX added a fourth char

"-.».

! \. \ '
Elective Curriculum. While Carlsen s inijial Iowa program had feature

. choice, a nongraded'arrangement of cdurses,

\

elective curriCulum expldﬂed in ‘,f,
,“ -

S ‘

John Crabbe called 'a national

: 'English'

acteristic to the SecondarJ

a2

Foiio

. Lo . : "“ ";,,3""

'

(e

student~n':

and a lack of sequence, th%ough APEX

v L ]

r

the concept of - phasing, or indicating th level of course difficulty, ﬁecame a

fourth and fairly constant characterié/ic of

~

/.
these features, electing, nongrading, nonseq

(

definitive characteristics of the curriculum

/'\\ . |

genuinely elective curridulum if it[only all

o THE DEVELOPMENT AND DECLINE OF TUE SECONDARY‘ENGLISH ELECTIVE CURRICULUM -

; - The devefopment of the Secondary\Englis

‘ f fom the 1962 Carlsen® articf@’to about 977,

1 . ‘.
one ‘of : development ‘and growth \1962468\, ra {

\

critical examinat‘qp (1972—77)  These divis

L frequency and content of articles and books

~

| English Elebtive Crriculum) ' . - v .

s

elecfive curricula. Essentially,

&

uencing, and phasing, ‘were the

%
. although a program could be a
owed student choice. R

-

h Electdve-Curriculum can be traced

/.

} P

when \\e curriculum began its serious

inement and variation (1Q68 72), and

ions are based_upon a study of

published regarding the Secondary

%

,‘.

.

LIS

i L
decline in ptpularity.; These lSKyears canxbe logically divided intn three\stages, '



Development and Growth (1962 68)

’ From about 1962 to 1968, the Secondary English Elective Curriculum shaped

*

ltself intoQa defined curriculum This ‘period incorporated not only a few small

F‘
-

>mall-scale eLactive curricula but also the sophisticated APEX program, cited
before, and tﬂe first professional recognition of the Secondary English Elective

Curriculum in Janes Squire and Roger Applebee's 1968 High School English Inst1uction'

Tng_y The word was spreading about the feas1bility and operation of ‘elective

.,2 ¢curricula, and schools across the nation were 1n1tiating programs. Squire and
b . i o . . - . ot

i :Applebee-noted a few of the characteristics'of elective curricula,'the'émphasis

on “the" importance of. student interests ‘more than the integrity of subJect ‘ »:?
matter,"55 "the assumption that young people will group themselves in accordance

l56 "

with their unique needs, the implicit assumptions that all subject matter in

English is equal in value, that no sequence or patternin study is desi'.rable,‘"57

and that the curriculum generated "important excitement and interest" in the
i 8 - o _ , - '
schools.S - . . L

L ‘

Refinement and Variation (1968—72) Voo

From ab0ut l968 to 1972, educational Journals, especially ‘The English Journal,

, were replete with articles about the creation of elective curricula. The-excite-

4

" ment regarding the curricularAinnovation seemedwto be infectious, and'schools all

< ~ &

over the nation, modelling themselves upon older programs or relying ‘upon their
\ R

staff's creativity and resouggefulness, implemented versions of the Secondary

English Flective Curriculum. :While many programs‘simply‘incorporated what was

\

bécoming the standard features of the curriculum——electing, nongrading, non-

LT _"
Lt . ‘

sequencing, and phasing——other schools began to vary upon the elective theme,
. . S
\ including modular scheduling, tedm teaching, more elaborate phasing, sequencing _

of some elective courses, us\\qf instructors outside the English program, and
\ ~

othei,additions,and innovations. Thegyariations and experiments were almost
. <R . ) . . -.\\\,, ) ' . N )

~N - R . . . K el ©
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“Critical Examination,(1972-77) P ' ‘ B

endless, and in some cases were creative refinements upon ‘the original elective

ental . /

concept. In other cases, howvever, experimental elective programs seemed to

..

decrease explicit control of the curriculum, leaving the factor of student

"choice; electing, as the predominant curricular characteristic and often

sacrificing other curricular features of restraint to this overriding concern for
student choice. The unsurprising result was often chaos and dissatisfaction, lead-
8 . .

ing the Secondary English Elective Curriculum to a third period of critical

examination. . ’ ‘ ,

',  Nineteen seventy-two was a crucial year for the Secondary English Elective .

Lurriculum bécause not only did elective programs continue to proliferate, but,

finally,/a definitive study of the state of the art was offe;ed by George Hillocks,

educator‘and APEX evaluator and consultant. Hillocks' Alternativés in English: -A }

Critical Appraisal of Elective Programs was a’ landmark work devoted to the elective

»

curriculum. It considered seventy-six’ schools and school systems in thirty—'

'seven'states. Hillocks. tock a hard look at the many* elective programs in the

- ' N ) S T . .
country and found the elective curriculum a flawed one. With the publication of

Alternatives, it became clear that Some~elective programs were faltering'under

0 kS
2 .
burdens of poor conceptualization and/or implementation, Lhat ‘the curricular inh

novatioa was becoming in some cases the established curriculum, ‘and finally ‘that
the spirit of'egcitement was waning due tonamiliarity. Around 1972, the honey-
moon with the Secondary English Elective Curriculum was;generally over; Although.'
many educators were still reporting initial forays into elective curricula and |

]

were enthusiastic about the~results, articles. generally reflected a more cautious

‘

or, .. some instances, hostile 'tone.
/

“ As the 1968 Squire and’ Applebee High School English Instruction Today was

- A

crucial in agknowledging——and thus legitimizing——elective programs, equally

- v

significant to the development of the Secondary English Elective Curriculum was

-

.

A,
Chten



( . . . ' . . . v : !“. A

the update to Instructﬂon, Arthur N. Applebee's A Survey of Teaching Conditions in

kglish 1977 Like its sister “volume and 1ike Hillocks Alternatives, A Survey

'’ nét only assessed the populari*y of the elective curr1cula but also indicated some

of its serious deficiencies. While 78% of those who responded to Applebee s

Y

survey had, some foz% of'an‘elective program-in the1r schoqls,59 Applebee found:

The general 1mpression...is that most schoolc are entering a
phase of reconceptualizing their elective curriculum imposing
somewhat more order--and cohstraints~-upon it.. A few schools in
the survey had abandoned or were abandoning electives, but for
. most it was a matter of weeding out unsuccessful courses,

.of providing a better system of guidance for students, and ‘adding

) * new courses in- response to the back-to-the-basics movement and
minimal competency requirements.6Q . . oo i

' ¢
Ththritical wavé “regarding elective curricula escalated in the late 1970's.
One small but telling 1ndlcation of the decline of the Secondary English Elective _

Curricuvlum was found in The Egglish Journal and its- articles over a four-year

~ "o

<

period. In 1976, the Journal featured eleven articles on elect1ve programs and

courses;‘in 1977. 4t carried a single article on the elective curriculum, in 1978

there Were no articles on electivss, and the category was, removed from the Journal s

R

‘subject index - titles. In l979 when The English Journal called for manuscripts

for its September issue of "English Since Sputnik " a single article was submitted

P dealing w1th the elective curriculum. From feast to famine, elective curricula )

S

were declining from their very high place in curricular popularity.
k) k\

Philosophy,and Characteristics of the Secondary English Elective Curriculum

&

Whlle critics of the elective curriculum 1n§isted one of its major problems

§

'was its lack of rationale, the Secondary English Elective Curriculum did adhere -to
: i g
a four~part philosophy, a philosophy which in turn, determined the thirteen

central struttural and content characteristics of the curricuil’um as it developed in
the,late.1960's and 1970's in the nation's high schools (see Figure One). The
Secondary English Elective purriculum's practitioners were¢ remarkable in their
general adherence to the four basic tenets, and they guided program developers--

\'

albeit occasionally unconsciously-—-in their work.




[

LY AN ’
L

A, 'Pullosopuy'uf‘lnferesf '

1, Students with dome reatric-
" tlons in some prograns, were
free to choose English courses,

2; Teachers, with some restrice
tions in some prograns, created
thelr own courses. P

-

1 Electlue courses were non-
geaded, usually Within two
grades, sometimes within more.

4."Eleélive,couraes were occa=
slonally phased to indicate
level of difficulty.‘

5, Student election and
teachér creatlon deternined
courses of Fered. and longev-
ity of courses.

RESULTiNG  STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS

B, Philosophy of Change

L puxuosopuu

and Variety
I, Elective courses vere short
or shorter than traditional pro-
gram courses, ranging from one
semester. to a perfod of a few
weeks,

‘12, Students experienced a

,1 varlety of teachers, and teach-

ers experfenced different groups
of studnnta in elective courses.

L. Philosophy of Rejecting the

Core Curriculun
L Elective ‘courses ve?e not

recessatily sequenced by content |
ot level,

[y

D. Philosophy of Reletance

’ o
|

i
) ) ! "

(see A., Philo;ophy of ln}erest,
structurdl characteristic nunber ‘
one). - . o f

\.. ) .
6, Elective courses vere pre-
dnuinuntly literature-
oﬁeMed

Lot ) . ’ '_.'-“

CHARACTERI—S‘ITICS

RESULTING CONTENT -

)

"3{ Hany elective cutricula
| used 8 college model for

'courses and programs,

4, Blective couraes used nore
paperback books and assorted
materials ratifer than anthol- :

1 ogles and hard- bound texts.

K

- Flgure One |

N

Summary Chnrt of the Gecondary Engllsh Elective Curriculum .

' Philasophy and Resulfing Churacteristics i

VT
!k
o

2. Blective courses were- -
rarely tequired, #

l, Electiue courses 1& fnnova~
tive areas, such ag film and media,
vere offered, ;

R



Philosophy,of Interest . .

9 ~

-

The first and most important of the curriculum s philosophical bases was,

thdt of interest. Faced with apathetic students--and often teachers--in .
' .. . | .
' traditiongl English prognams and courses, the Secondary English Elevtive ’

Curriculum was committed to the ideal that if one. were interested in a course of

T studies or instruction, then learning and’teaching,would be~markedly-improved.
o o . _" . .

¢ gtudent Choice - ’

One: way to create interest was. to provmde choice. 'When a\ student was allowed

.: to’ determine what he or she would learn or: teacEp then there wds a better chance
that the person wourd have a more immediate stake in the inst uctional process and
.- . >

-

an established enthusiasm for the subject. With choice, the major characLeristic-

.of any elective curriculum, interest was a more attainable goal . Thus, from the

. \ .
',philosophy of interest as a basic and vital curriculum poal, the Secondary Engllsh

A ‘ -~

'?léctive Curriculum emerged with student choice as regards English courses and

N ¢ R )
:

teacher autonomy as 1egards course. creation and course content. Whilé total

!

choice in the Secondary English Elective Curricifum was an illusion—-student .

choice: could be restricted by age, the completion of required courses, or the
g » ) O

'pa551ng of a basic skills\course in some programs, and teachers could be pressed "
into Service to create courses in various areas-—the limited choice provided

P

teachers aud students in the Seconaary English Elective Curriculum was_wider than

Y
o

~

that offered by - the traditional curriculum. _ 3 _ Lo e Lo

.The concept of student choice was a central one “In° the elec ive~curriculum.

and, essentially distinguished it from other curricular forms Electives seemed.',

“‘more democ?atL. in that they gave students, all students, a choice about their /’“ R

~t

. studies. It was a choice which seemed to underscore a’ concept of fairness and

a choice which would provide students a. greatet interest in the English o f'{

curr1culum.-" S I , : o o

-
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Teacher Creationdof Courses

Along with student choice, one of the most significant factors in the.

.

' Secondary English Elective Curriculum s widespread adoption was its recognition

‘ of the interest of the English teacher in what he or‘she would tfach._‘While, ten -

LS

-

. .

A

\

“or ‘so years before,-theorists had told. teachers what to. teach and had even

recommended the establishment of teacher—proof" curricula, the English teachers

- AN

in an elective program had greater control over what they could teach and it was

alFontrol which journal articles of the time indicated was welcomed.

i
P
S

Nongrading

A third characteristic to emerge from the philosophy of interest was the -~

\
.

’

)

course«and chose it, rigid age distinccions which hfd previously governed the |,

composition of English courses seemed far less fmportant than they ojce had.

in age could mix freely and successfully in a single class because dist1nctions
i
/
betweun intellectual maturity were far’ less important than the motivating factor

T : _ = : oo

of 1nterest. i / ‘ R IR - o :
. .- o e .-

’ T&, _ o Phasing o .
Yet, as a fdbrth characteristic, some curricular proponents who were unsure
/

of the effects of completely nongraded co@irses whose difficulty level. might

frustrate an otherwise interested student, provided phasing, a numerical o -

- I

designation given each elective course . to indicate subiect difficulty. While a

T

particularly phased course could have st dents of different ages within it, the-

I

phasing provided étudents ‘an index of course level . 'f SRR

R Longevity of Fourses . v, o 'f_ S ' ; RN

\ e Tt &

A fifth characteristic which" stemmed from the philosophy#of interest was the ";

possibility of allowing students and teachers ‘to determine ndt only the courses

offered but the longevity of the offered courses. If there was no interest in_a

conceﬂt of nongrading within a curriculum. Because a, student was interested in ‘a’

: Secondary English Elecc1ve proponents felt that students separated by. a few yearsn'

¥



/' » .- ' _16- . '
.specific subject area—-evidenced by teacher failure to create a course or. 0
»

‘student failure to :ubscribe to an offered course--then that subject area would
”.~be eliminated or dropped from the curriculum. Because interest was the overriding
wé_‘\concern, artificial creation or maintenance of a specific course ‘'was considered ,
”untenable. ' |

-Literature Emphasis A ) .

A sixth characteristic of the interest philosophy was the literary ' .

B

dominance of the Secondary English Elective Curriculum, reflecting tge interest
g - . s - {//
of the teaoher—creators and also, to a lesser extent, of the students._,Teachers, -

I .

trained as English maJors in literature-dominated college curricula and students

electing literature courses more frequently (whatever the cumplicated reasons)

\'7

’ than othe’r courses, made literature the backbone of-most elective programs. ; .

. Philos;p;y,of Chanﬁe and Variety - ' L v ' "

bR

N ’

A second philosophical concern of the Secondary English Electivn Cerlculum N

\3 was the importance of change and variety within the curriculum. Concerned that

in the traditional program students and one teacher spent an entire year together

-

with a small pool of~texts from which to work, the:Sééondary English Elective

c‘ i )
Curriculum encouraged students and teachers to. experience more Varied subject

L]

.
LY

m&tter, groupings, and marerials.

A

T S ‘ . Short E1ective Courses o i . SRR Y S

Thus one characteristic of the curriculum to emerge from the philosophy of -n{ B
change and varietyfwas the offering of short or shorter courses than traditional

rograms. hese short courses ranged from one’ semester to. a period of a few

*f weeksu This length of time allowed" students to change teachers and teachers to

v . .
B ) .

change classes of students. __.:_ o 4. "~ '.‘

8 . AN ! - : : ' .
v 2 - . f

Hu? D Var%ety of Teachers and Students : el .
‘ o ‘ é J - ‘ : .

e

5, The above ga;?/}ﬂse to a’ second characteristic, ?ke students experience of
a variety of teachers and the teachers experience of/different groups of _;

- _students in the elective curriculum.

ERSC e B e
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' Collega Model L o ‘_ B :‘ .

e ~

il T As a third characteristic to emerge from the philosophy of change and

»

variet most Secondary Englisn ElectiVe Curricula used a college model, creating

- a curriculum which offered short, essentially unrelated unsequenced Englhsh

sl-.“
A ) L. - e

,courses taught by a varlety of instructo

/

Varied Materials
A fourth characteristic of the-aecondary English Elective Carriculum was that

it veered aw?y from the dominance ‘of anthologies and hardbound bexts and used a ?;

0
N
stunning array of paperbacks and other materials to prdVide curricular variety.and

a .
-, . ~
v . -, e

" to enrich subject\matter. /‘f ) - : B L
Jo ' ' . .

Philosophy,Rejecti;g the Core Curriculum < -

'/As Carlsen and others ‘have indicated, a thi*d philosophical concern of the
/ /
Secondary English Elective Curriculum was the rejection of the core- curriculum

3 . .
’ / w

Proponents of elect}ve ﬁrog1ams did not maintain that certain piéces of , N

©
3. /‘-

literature or exposure to cnrtain skills was essential to the English educatﬁpu

.

"~ of all secondary students dand also that a specific sequencing of literature--or

1.of“any'5eries pf*skillstwas essential,l'. - P o ;:b""

No Sequencing

oo . .
P2 " . . . : : e

As a result, one characteristic of the SeCondary English Elective’ Curriculum

s ": »

‘'was. the. failuresto sequence courses or levels of instruction as had ‘the traditional

/ . A\

. curriculum. As with the characteqistic of the college model, one could not f ;:

Y

g ~ ' - '

ould experience X before ¥ or vice versa.

. dictate that a student ?

RN (SR T8 W
No Curricular Requirements R o T /S

, In some cases, this philosophy dictated the sgcond characteristic stemming-'
! . . .
- from the rejectign of the core curriculum, the absence of curricular requirements.
v L3 .
7

s

Because there waj no core curriculum, vone could ‘not state with authority that 1'_ o
every student stfould have a specific course or group of c0urses within his or

her secondary experience. Imbedded in these two . characteristics, thewfailure to -

° . Lo P . e
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. sequence and the “ailure to requlfe, was ‘the conczpt that skills in the areas 6f’ :

s 'concepts.were emBédded‘in'almost all areas of study.

. & - .
g especially in a devotion to the classics,' ignored current litPrature and‘argas g

- study. Facec,with students who could seé no connection between the tradit nal

hd 2

Ed

_ some might assume this‘belief in the inclusiveness of English to be an inherently
'opuimistic point of view, it was another cogent rationale for the reJection of the

. core curriculum ' not orly wene there no. sacred works or sequence ‘of study,

was a dedication to relevanqg~ Feeling that“many traditionaI curricula,. 'f%

English courses and - their exploding worlg the Secondary *n\lish Elective /

'greader‘is“referred“to Figure.Qne,

language, writing, and literature ‘were contained J almost all forms of English ﬁj"

By -

curriculum and were notfnecessarily transmitted in’ any specific course.. While-‘

1)

. o
e
i

i - l

.. s AT
) 3. A {

Al -
-t

English itself as a subject was so interrelated that mést pf the skills and es:en,ial

e ) - :
~ Moo . L . EE \: . I
: b ' . . T

. : i T . poro- ’ . e T
. InnBvative Courses I ' '

- "..

A fourth philosophical tenet of the aecondary English Elective Curriculum

.Philosophyggf Relevance =~ - ‘u- o 5t

U A
Y

of study, the becondary English Elective Curriculum included innovative cour Ls )

o

>

Such as film and media and also encouraged the reading of _very contemporary

literature. In addition, some elective progiams included new forms of lang age'

0 - l

v .‘,a

Curriculum atgempted to provide as many au cougant offerings as poSsible./ Perhaps .
7]

their very belief t at English was relevant,,was‘related to the real won'd as
‘even students might define it, allowed elective creators,'with somel on/idence,'

L e

LT e L ey o - ' / v
filmmaking

1. , " e

-
ondPry English

” i [ g //

Elective Curriculum adhered to four major*philosophfcal beliefs\jnd /ffom’ theSe .

Low

,four philosophical tenets prang thirteen characteristics,.one of w ich ) ‘. . '
Ty et SN : oo
student choice,_was dndi enous to all electi‘e programs.l The characteristics v

*elate logically to either the curriculum s content o; structure and again, the :;“;

L i i
‘.- : ) . . // i T “. .c——

D)
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Critical Assessments of .the Secondarsznglish T~‘lective Curriculum

-

«/

‘

<o .

The Secondary English Elective Curriculum experienced serious criticism v

-

ki
beginning wi the decade of the seventies, and periodicals began to feature

N

with increasing regularity not only articles‘about elective curricula and

their foﬂmation and content but also articles discussing the relative merits and

demsrits;of the electivc program as it was currently functioning in the secondary

schools of the nation. Some_of these articles adopted arguments which reached

\

back to the academic model;'others examinedlspecific elective curricula and

o
"

: attacked theif demonstrable weaknesses.

a - . N N S

N There are, in general eleven major criticisms of" the Secondary English o

P .

Elective Curriculum, and they can be divided into four major groups (see Figure

%

; ‘?_SWQ)." The first gxoup assailed the curriculum for flaws which are: inherent in N

most Cul”iCUJa and systems of teaching, elective or otherwise (i e., insufficient
4
NS n "l
y :evaluation and little individualization) The second group attacked the curriculum .

“for flaws which are indigenous to the teaching of English and all thaﬁ\difficult S

. enterprise entails (i .y lack of sequence, dominance of literature in the & . I'

HR

curriculum) The th rd group attacked the Secondary English Elective Cﬁrriculum

or philosophy (a contention which haS been refuted), that student choice was - ;

P : T -
aea
-"illusory, that courses were not of Sufficient length and that there were ot .
o h ETISt A ) v '

sufficient required courses in the ourriculum to. insure that students had a

"ﬁ. mastery of basic skills and a common leafning experience. The fourth group,~ i
) . ‘ r , Y
S probably the ‘most, cogent, attacked the cufriculum for flaws in its implementation,v

e v . T

“.wd specifically, teachers"inability, oiven time and material constraints, to o T
LN T T e e e . { . / .

.~

create useful\courses tproblems in Scheduling the many elective cou

course descriptions which were misleading and blatantly pand/yed

L 'k [.'.
- ~

iqterﬂSts- ObViOUSlY, the first two groups of critics cannot be con idered in the .

-

Same* light\as the last two for, iqdeed the elective curriculum sha ed with dv"
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traditional curricula and with the entire ‘niiish teaching profession many short~'

comings and problems. eThe last. two groups! however, were formidable in their _}
R i

attack upocn the innovative curriculum as, failing not nnly in its philosophical

-
) ‘

. " base but in its ability effactively ‘to implement that philosophy.

>

Assessing the criticisms of the Secondary Eng_ish Elective Curriculum, perhaps

‘a theoretical consideration of the disparity between the real and _he ideal is in

) q° u \ !

‘_order.' éurely elective proponents were enthusiastic, perhaps undérstandably SO, ",

. '- 'S -~ .

_ especially in relation to the: kind of response they elicited from their students .
e NI

& g -

: and’ éheir colleagues working&in the program._ In 1ts first fluSh df enthusiasm, the .

\
AN

: Seconhary English Elective CurricUldm 'often postulated itself .as an unequivocal

. ‘ . I a . .
. improvement over the general curriculum and the’ traditional Engtish program. In

-~

fact, the Secondary English Elective Curriculum‘was more of an alternative to 7;Jq.
» . : \ . oy
traditional programs and an attempt tO‘meet some, but not all, of the deficiencies
(. |‘a '«\- , . ’
of the traditional program. That the elective cnrriculum\could not answer some of

-

o,

i

Sy
ar

- the perennial questions.of traditional English curricula ‘was evident. pAnd, indeed

! " y

X a failing of the Secondary English Elective Chrricul s proponents\seemed to be

. .
n A,

(Jr that their enqhusi;%m implied that*ﬁhe new program was,'without qualificavion, an

2 i~ 2

improvement over all omher curricular'forms, English or otherwise.; Critics;.' f
%3» charged that an advance in‘one area. did not -solve, al ther areaSsof inst—\btional :
kf‘ concern'and that a change-in.approach ortstructure, in addition, did not "'1. PO
"pecessarily inﬂigate.an advance. Yet, on the other hand, the first group of ;w;>41
N\ : a. : P

critics of the elective program couldTthen do little but offer vague exhortations

R T
rin ——r‘ -"“—‘\ .

,Ql‘: fon.change, in _no case in avaflable literature was a rully conceived alternative N
) . :@‘ _ ot e .

o curricdlum postulated as. answer to the elective program.' Some of the" problems_l'ﬂ
LY i - , - B . 1 - ’ - .
' oT elective curricula had plagued English since its inception as .an separate entity E
i / C . L T : . ’
in the secondary curriculum It would seem unrealistic, therefore, to. expect ..

'4Eé new curricular form magically to answer diIemmas which had been debated for .
, ! ' A ‘ .. e C ot
Q ny years previously and, to date, remain largely unsolved. - ,~> ’75. L .
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Taoee \ The sec nd-group o critlcs, however,\were of a dgrxerent sort. They e {
3 o : ,.' v

» e
‘ -

directly assailed the curriculum for its dempnstrable--altho 8 previously

«
T

. > .
v @

Mindicated . sometinfes unarticulated——philosophical base and ad

'\',, ' ~

: o o
tions of English curricula and 1nstruction. As the curriculum

essed the

. 'essential q'l

became more widespread, critics began looking at problems of course length and ;

creation and variety, of student choice, of the restriction of the curriculum to a
: b S )

few grade levels or to. all grade levels, of record keeping and scheduling, of

students basic skills instruction, and of course descrlptions which often

+ v
K]

”resembled trendy advértlsing directed to students now transformed into conspmers.{

. o \ . v

Ls\;\: U As the months and yearS°progressed, some schools attempted to meet these

problems and questions by changing aspects of their curriculum, othe?!! undet .

g ‘o
the burden of increasing pressure, escalating with the competency and basics

movements, chOse drastically either to modify their program gr to abolish it ™~

‘0 i

entirely. lndeed the Secondary English Elective Curriculum could not claim total

> ' :success, éither due to flaws inw;heory or implementation, but neither couI& it

v -
\ be entirely rejected because of” partial failure. " As Hillocks p01hted out, the

), .
e, S0

< \- .
days were past wheu the teacher in the English classrooubwas sgen as simply a L
o technician pushing...students through a prexexietent curridulum "6lu Hillocks :';Jf

AT . . .

L

' proclaimed, perhaps grandly, that "elective programsoprobably represent the mosb',

Y .
LR (":“ *

significaht development in school English curricula in the twentieth century

) :;

o s .
{:ﬁ\ R | that, throLgh the curriculum,"the shackles of the conventl xal program have.
. N N ; o \ Y _'

Been thrown off "63. Whether, of course” they will be put back on is part of the

“_future of the English'“hrriculum and is a- history which'ﬁs stil% in the making

, — La o
‘lue CaseJStndy. Fort Hun ‘ﬂég_ School L '_\; LT ‘*h. R

\.\_‘- - . . . ‘4.: ,

. The subject ‘of the ‘case study wa& Lhe °lective program of Fort Hunt High" s

.,
\

School a-. suburban school of«about 2 000 students located in Fairfax County,
. s o \

’;;Virginia.' The hool. opeqed in the ﬂall of 1963, initiated ‘a pilbt elective

N ixuproglam in 1965 ~66 and discontinued the program at the end of 1977 78.. Through
. . .
. r » . . - - \ . 8 .

et . _c.,. . ..- .;l.‘,. . . PR ] \
R . Yo . ) \ . X . K . o :

N e T . ' ' [ 9 Va ) L - -
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interviews of all five departmental chairmen, four English teachers, two admin-

PRI

. yEar pegiod it is clear that the course of the Secondary English Elective

. P . ‘ : Sl :
istrators, and the. course descriptions and evaluation reports for the fifteen- . '

~

{

._ CurriCulum_did not run very smoothly -a Fort;Hunt. Racked with internal dis-

-

agreement, tension between staff and administration, parental criticism, ‘and

simply lack of energy to further alter the curriculum to everyone's satisfaction,

the Fort Hunt program, while a strong and well—concepzualized venture, could not

\1

“justify itSelf in its later years. While no attempt can be made to universalize

the-experience of Fort Hunt, the case study does provide a detailed and valuable

example of the experience of one school.

The Fort Hunt program has links to G. Robert Carlsen through a l962 speetil
he made in Virginia and through a departmental chairperson who was a student of
Carlsen's at the University of Texas.. While the original English program was a

o

traditional one'with-year-long courses, one.grammar.and one literature text ;

per c0urse,‘ and a-three—part ability level tracking program,'some members of

T

‘with a new curriculum

the English department, concerned with the less academically able students among

the predominantly white, affluent student'body,'were,interested in experimenting
42 '
After a pilot. program which involved only Junid: and senior English students,

in 1968 -69, the Fort Hunt elective program, over the protests of many English

-

teachérs, was opened.to;include ninth and tenthdgraders. " These two levels were

'nongraded among themselves, as were the eleventh and twelfth graders. Thus '

‘beginning with 1968-69 and under three departmental'chairpersons, the Fort Hunt

High.School elective:program underwent a number of adaptations and modifications,
Theladaptations:here largely‘of‘the structural, not of'the.content, variety, as
the content of the literature—dominated elective courses remained fairly stable
over the ten-year period ending in 1977 78, In general the program became

more formal and initiated more sophisticated methods of student selection and



=23-

course description. In addition, the initiation in 1974—75 of a system-ﬁide course

-~

of study by Fairfax County also forced the elective program to redefine itself

L RY

' and to include, not only required .courses, but in the ind1vidual elective

courses, instruction related to- comﬂosition and grammar skills.

,&

As evidenced by the extensive modification which it underwent, the Fort-
Hunt prdgram was under pressure from its affluent parents and predominantly
college-bound students to improve and refine the elective program. The change

in structure was largely a reflection upon the curriculum s attempt to provide '

Lt
~ .

skills in grammar and composition and thus insure that all students were

.receiving appropriate skills instruction.

/

" The. Fort Hunt High School electch p/ﬁgram certainly subscribed to the four—

part philbsophy which has been explored previoisly, believing that interest was a -

-major factor in student contentment with ‘the cirriculum, that change and

variety was essential, and'that‘the core curriculum was not a viable concepty
and that relevance was of<major'importance. - ’ . s

Characteristics of the Fort Hunt Program

The Fort Hunt program shared many of thirteen characteristics of most elective
programs inrthe'nation with the exceptions of phasing and sequencing.. The program‘
was not genuinely sequenced,hexcept_by age level, and there,was no phase.level
indication of“courses._ Certainiclasses, however, such as those in individualized
reading; grammar'review, and a discussion .course called_"Rap;In" were geared to

students wch specific needs. .

Condensing mightily, it might be said that the Fort Hunt program allowed

-:, Y

" students, with.some restrictions, free choice of classes‘and gave its teachers

total control over the creation of courses. The courses were nongraded, -and
student election determined the longevity of courses although, at Fort Hunt, the

courses over the years seem fai 'y stable.
¢

Using a college model, despite some innovations (see Figure Three for a

28
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3

N v

summary), the Fort Hunt eiective courses'were predominantly_literature.oriented v

and ranged from a six—week to a nine-week length Hard bound‘anthologiks‘did
\ .

not seem to be staple material, and paperback texts, films, and workbooks were

\

Il . ‘.

used in many courses. - ‘ - -

N

Although courses were often chosen on the basis of instructor rather than .

-

on content, students were free to choose whatever they wished.

The Fort Hunt program did require a beginning skills course, later changed

l)'

into skills or "base' days and later'"base units. . o “

Criticisms of the Fort Hunt Program
'Looking at the eleven criticisms of elective programs,Fort Hunt was
_ _ - 49 .
generally a sound program and avoided some of the pitfalls.of“bthers across the”’

.
s

nation. The program did, however, have some weaknesses.;

The Fort Hunt elective program did not have a problem with evaluation; from
its pilot program in l965 =66 to its last year in l977—78, the elective program '
was in a continuous state-of assessment . Teachers and departmental chairpersons

observed the program carefully and changed its components accordingly. Further,

B |
evaluative instruments administered over the years indicate that students were

performing well on basic skills tésts and that Advanced Placement 'scores were’
steady at least over a five year period from 1967-68 to l97l -72.

A Individualization, hOWever, seemed .to be a significant problem at Fort Hunt,

a

..and one,of the major contentions cited by those interviewed was the fact ‘that .the

elective program did not offer sufficient alternatives to those who were less

academically able. This :oncern, mentioned ‘as- a reason for the creation of the-
initial elective program at Fort Hunt,_remained a serious dilemma.

With Fort Hunt's consisteut:experimentation with writing and grammar,skills

Y

designations and requirements, the Fort Hunt program did attempt to prcvide a-

. sequence of skills. Nevertheless, within the literature dominated electives, no

sequence was.providéd. In addition, examining the records of elective course
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descriptions for ninth and’tenth graders and eleventh and twelfth graders, there

~

,was no apparent difference bEtween the difficulty levels of the courses.

Spurious student choice certainly related to the concept of individualization

and, ‘at Fort Hunt,.was a problem.' Indeed, for many years of the Fort Hunt

2

.

elective program, students were able to choose only from a literature—dominated

curficulum, although there were, in the program s defense, courses offered in
. .

speech, theatre and drama," media, and reading ,Fiually, many interviewees noted
s . . N . .

that, in the later: yeans of the program, stucents were choosing courses more on

s
the basis-of the instructor than on course content.

2

The Fort Hunt elective curriculum lengthened elective courses from six to
nine weeks in l973—74 and the English department was sensitive to the criticism
regarding short courses; insuffitient course length thus did. -not appear to be a
concern at Fort Hunt. In addition, as the Fort Hunt program had required a- . .
skills course'from l966 67 to the end of the program, insufficient required
courses were not a problem.. Scheduling dilemmas, while mentioned did not seem

overriding, the Fort Hunt administration was, exceptionally cooperative with the.

program, even, at one point, allowing the ‘elective courses to be shorter. than the.

~ \

\
\ -

While teachers at Fort Hunt were not given released time to create courses, and

‘at one point in the program, ‘were writing new courses weeks before those‘

:_ courses would be offered to students, teachers seemed capable of creating useful,

) solid courses. Student election of courses, however, seemed to be an irritant,

. [

and there was some’ evidence of interdepartmental ‘rivalry - regarding the oopularity

e

of elective courses. Possibly a result of this rivalry was_an. increasing effort,

[

~
in the later years of the program, to publish course descriptions which seemed to

/

-err on the side of flamboyance. As' the program progressed,.catchier titles were

-

used with some some blatant appeals - to student intefests and insecurities.

O v
poa -
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‘ Guided by enthusiastic chairpersons and generally staffed by competent :

°

teachers, the Fort Hunt elective program - certainly had ingredients for success.
Indeed, the Fort Hunt program seams to have enjoyed a general popularity with

students and from all of the evaluative evidence, also produced competent
!

graduates. Yet the concern with skiils development, the need to integrate the

o

Fairfax County Program of Studies with the elective program, and finally the
increase .from four to five teaching periods simply .proved too ‘much. The teachers

themsglves having\experdmented and altered and adjusted to the end ofmiheir

patience, finally determined that the program, as it was then operating, was
-simply more than a single English department could nandle. It.was, in some
ways, a Sad decision, but it was alsd indicative of the fate of many elective .

programS'acrOSS the nation. *© *- B ) T '

) Conclusio¢~ Co i o o C .

[}

—What can be concluded about the- Secondary English Elective Curriquum can

’

be summarized in six points. the curriculum was, fir t, a logical development .
.,which sprang from deep roots in educational history and English teacHlng.m‘

Second, it provided a springboard for the English profession to examine and act

-upon many basic issues in secondary learning -and teaching. Third it gave: the.

" teacher and student a powerful impetus for instruction and learning, control.

Fourth it was genuinely innovative in that it restructured the traditional

curriculum and also paid Serious attention to new subjects related to English.

1

Fifth and sixth while its decline is the zeiggeis of the times, the curriculum

7
will probably influence English teaching in the future.

Was the curriculum truly innovat1ve7 1t was. By restructuring and re-

combining the traditional curriculum, by reaching out. for new sources of

materials in paperback books, fllm, and popﬁlar culture, by offering relatively

-

.new subjects of study, by incorporating team teaching,,independent study, and

interdisciplinary cbnfigurations of classes in its short courses, by nongrading, .

y -

- . . I

L N



}more innovative than traditional curricula; and itsvspirif‘yas one of

g experimentation and flexibility - : .

the very forces that are transforming the rest of the social order.

g elective curriculum in almost any. form have become silent, turning to the new

f'workable curricular model

.o e . . .
: Lo =27 g
i, - ‘, - ’ S T . L o . ‘’ o . ) v‘|

the curriculum offered an-array of'options, Ihe_curriculumrwas, simhly put,
O

R}

It is an inescapable reality, as’ George S Counts said 80 well that

"sciols, instead of directing the course of chang,., are themselves driven by

nb4 In the

’

.;" 1980's, schools exist in thg midst of a conservative spcial ~trend that demands

from education survival skills, accountability, a "return" to the "basics, and -

-

a general rejection of anything of the classroom which encourages individual

.
-

: control.‘ The- halcyon days of experimentation have been replaced by a return

T

of the idea of English as a structured discipline with a core curriculum and

'7 with specific skills which must be systematically taught and tested lt;

should be obvious that the SeCondary English Elective Curriculum militates

\

‘- against such qu3ntified learning and teaching and as the competency/account-

ability/basics group has increased in strength those who supported an’

/
matters of this more conservative educational decade. g’
Some schools in the country are, in the l980's, implementingltheir first

elective ventures, as reported at the Conference on English. Education in ;

Omaha, Nebraska,‘on ‘the other hand, others are modifying theirs in order to.

incorporate more, basic skills and to satisfy demands for competency and account—‘

ability. Thus the elective ideal is one which'is.hard to»bury completely, )
. .;1&‘ . : l

It is in a state of decline. Its apologists are currently silent, but, An

the years to come, it will more than likely return in some- form and again take

importance in English teaching 0ccasionally expensive in- teacher time, the

J, .

curriculum .can be made manageable with administrative and csmmunity support.:

With proper.controls upon implementation, the curriculum can. be a vibrant and

.

g

s
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‘,. The ideals of‘interest, releVanceg change andfvariety,'and the implicit .

N ’

distrust of’a core- curriculum in -a field as diverse and kaleidoscopic as English.f

" are too compelling to be ignored and are ideals‘which further augment the N

content and structure of English instruction. The Secondary English Elective

Curriculum‘has performed. It 1is now in the wings, it may return to the

: . \\' . . L,
stage in' years to come. N ' < :
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